
Southeastern Utah’s Mammals



Southeastern Utah's Mammals (Mammalian Species)

When pioneers arrived in Utah (1847) 110 species of mammals inhabited the southeastern
region. Today (1990) there are 105 species. The Virginia opossum is an exotic and was probably
was not present in the state during early pioneer days. Impacts from man have not resulted in any
specific species becoming extinct, but six species have been extirpated from the region. Two of
these, the gray wolf (Canis Lupus) and grizzly bear (Ursus arctos) are considered endangered in
some areas where they still survive.  Another species, the black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes),
is also endangered but may still inhabit environs within southeastern Utah. 

The gray wolf and grizzly bear were targets for indiscriminate extermination efforts by early
trappers and settlers. This killing had devastating effects on population levels and led to their
extirpation from Utah. More recently, wildlife pest control efforts by agricultural interests was
directed at prairie dogs. The demise of the black-footed ferret ha been attributed to widespread
extermination of prairie dog colonies, their primary food source. 

Species not affected by extermination efforts often feel the pressures of man development in
other respects. Many species utilize large home ranges. If they are disturbed to the extent that
they vacate their home range, they may find surrounding locales already filled to capacity. In
addition, migration routes may be disturbed by both human activities and artificial barriers.
Species with small range sizes are also impacted from development as they do not have the
capability to move great distances to new areas away from the source of stress. 

Mammals at breeding or wintering areas are the most sensitive to disturbance. The animals are
already under stress during these periods. Energy during the breeding season is directed towards
mating activities and raising the young. During the wintering period, energies are directed
towards locating food and water supplies as well as staying warm. Project plans should be
developed around these crucial time periods. 

Most mammals (72 to 84%) regardless of geographic area utilize the submontane riparian
ecosystems. No doubt water and enhanced vegetation conditions in riparian zones account for
this wildlife use. Also, a large percentage of mammals (66 to 88%) inhabit the mountain brush
and pinyon/juniper ecosystems. These more xeric (dry) ecosystems provide sufficient berry and
nut crops along with attractive cover to sustain wildlife populations (Table 5). 

The sub montane zone is intensively used by wildlife due in part to movement into or across this
elevation by animals utilizing both desert and montane ecological associations. The submontane
zone offers relatively stable and acceptable climatic conditions for many species. 

It should be noted that the aspen ecosystem is considered to be of critical value to economically
important large game species (moose, elk and deer). They "shade up" in the aspen type to reduce
the potential of serious problems associated with heat prostration. Aspen also supports an
excellent vegetation suitable for parturition and feeding areas. 

Life requisite information in this section describes breeding seasons, gestation periods, and the
time required for the young to disperse from the protection of parental care. Habitat requirements
are also explored and should be used by land-use planners to effectively design projects with the
least impact to the wildlife inhabitants. 
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